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made an excuse by our stepmother for a show of malevolence, and
we agreed that even should Jean ask me to do so, I must not leave
them alone together at any time during his visit.

That settled, we went down into the drawing-room. It was not
yet four o'clock, but the heavy, fringed lace curtains made the room
dark, and the wall-lamp had been lit. A smell of paraffin hung about
the "occasional tables" with their poker-work tops, and the painted
screens. The gilded chairs caught the light. Mirbel was taller than
of old and had filled out, but his face was thinner. His hollow cheeks
threw into relief the nose which had always been aquiline, though
we had thought of it as small. His forehead was more lined than
befitted his eighteen years. He was wearing a new, ready-made suit
the shoulders of which were too much padded.

The two young people who had fallen in love before the lines of
their physical development had become fully determined, looked at
one another with astonishment. There was what seemed to me a
long interval of silence. The poor human insects had to trace back-
wards the stages of their metamorphosis before each could see once
more in the other the child whom he and she had loved. But their
eyes had not changed, and it was they, I am sure, which first gave
them the clue to their identities.

My boyish jealousy had long ago vanished. I wanted only to get
away, to make myself invisible. It was no difficult task, for as soon
as they began to speak, they were conscious only of one another.
But their conversation dragged. It was as though they did not know
what to talk about. Midhele sat down, but Jean remained standing
with his back to the window. He had lit a cigarette without asking
her whether she minded. From my corner I could not hear them
very well, especially Jean, who kept on saying in angry, impatient
tones, "But that's not the point. . . that's not of the least import-
ance," to which Michele replied with an air of mockery: "Really?"
I gathered that they were discussing the chemist's wife. Jean, his
hands in his pockets and his shoulders hunched, was rocking back-
wards and forwards on his feet. It was obvious, he said, that she did
not want to have anything more to do with him, that she was talcing
the first excuse that came to hand to send him Backing. Not that it